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I

The Golden Apple


GEOFFREY was walking down a wide, brown path, musing on how much there was to smile about, as he looked round. There certainly was.



Nature, robed in green, was everywhere to be met with, as she flitted round her woodland ballroom, and with untiring step, discharged her offices. The sun could not be disturbed by grumbling rainclouds this morning, being deep in conversation with the rolling land; he was getting to know his old acquaintance a bit better after the long winter. Flowers sprang up everywhere in bright and soothing colours. Birds soared through the air on swift wings, and through it dispersed their merry notes. While old trees, wetting their knotted roots in glittering streams, were enjoying cool draughts of water. A shepherd, who had in his hand an oaten flute, was following, or rather chasing, his flock down a green hillside: though you might perhaps have thought his strides of a somewhat easy nature, for his flock was getting further and further from him each moment. Geoffrey was a fortunate lad to be able to see and watch all these things; and so he thought himself.



On the right, and from the top of a slight bank, trees threw their arms over the road; on the left the land sloped smoothly down, and fell away into meadows that extended into the distance, as far as the eye could see. It was shaded where Geoffrey walked, by reason of the arch of the trees; and occasionally some squirrel, rabbit, or other small creature chanced to dart across the path, drawing his eyes after it. It was morning; and from behind the hills further off, white lines of smoke rose up; these were from the chimneys of little country cottages, as mothers busied themselves about their kitchens, cooking the morning porridge, bringing in pails of milk from outside, throwing open windows, drawing back curtains. Geoffrey thought of his own home when he saw one of these trailing lines of smoke, and the thought made him a bit sad. But, switching his walking staff from one hand to the other, he went on, and, though he did not at first realise it, a smile had already begun to spread over his face.


The way stretches in never-ending line;

And I must, if I can, strike up my steps

To win the end: I will do my best

To travel with hope and win this Quest.


And if all be lost, yet hope is still mine;

Though ways be long and dark’ning shadows fall;

Though the wind blows keen and the cold does bite,

I must not falter: Heaven hides its light.


And when that pure light shall uncurtain’d be,

Little lambs will leap and young children bind

Pretty nosegays they from the valleys bring

And I, having achieved my Quest, shall sing.


For a moment, Geoffrey dropped his gaze down to his side, and placed a hand upon the hilt of an old sword, which was set in a scabbard of dark green. This was no wooden carving, but a real sword; for Geoffrey was on a great quest, or rather the Quest, the successful fulfilling of which would win him the hand of the Princess. Her father, the King, had recently announced that he was eager to see his daughter, whose name was Constance, married; she was now old enough; she was a true princess (for, being the daughter of a king, she possessed in full measure that elusive modesty, grace, and dignity which only true princesses are known to have); and she was, of course, the fairest maiden in all the land. But whom was she to choose as husband? Well, the Princess herself knew no brave, handsome prince whom she admired; and though she smiled gently at each, and, it is true, could not forbear blushing before some, she did not quite feel that any one of the suitors who came up to the castle was truly the one that she should, or would, marry. The King, as may be imagined, was much perplexed; but being of a sharp turn of mind, he eventually hit upon an ingenious (though perhaps somewhat fanciful) device: a quest; and the industrious, illustrious one that fulfilled it, should have the hand of his daughter. The Quest, itself, seemed simple enough: in the distant land of Wealdhall there stood a tree, which an apple of pure gold grew upon; this Apple, stated the Quest, must be brought before the King; but because most things in the world must be so, the Quest had a difficult part; and a difficult one it was, the Tree being guarded, day and night, by a terrible dragon—and I am afraid it is true that, upon hearing this, most candidates declined taking up the Quest. “Be he prince or be he peasant boy,” said the King in the town square one day upon returning from the chase, “if he bring us the Golden Apple, he shall, on our royal honour, marry our peerless daughter, and, if he please us, have half the kingdom into the bargain.”



And so Geoffrey, who fell rather nearer to “peasant boy” than “prince,” had set out this morning to find the Tree, win the Apple, and win the hand of the Princess, whom he loved already (or so he thought); for, as was mentioned earlier, she was really the sweetest, fairest, and gentlest maiden in all the land; she was, after all, a Princess. Some time had elapsed since the Quest had first been announced; and though many had tried their luck, no one had as yet succeeded. But Geoffrey hoped to succeed; he was not at all daunted by the failure of others, the difficulties ahead, nor yet the prospect of the Dragon, the terrible Guardian of the Tree. Their failure was theirs, he thought, not his; of course he would succeed. Well, in time, we shall see if he did.



He travelled, always on foot, for many days, finding no trace of the Tree, or of this elusive “Wealdhall,” but he came at length to a large valley, through which flowed a clear stream, gleaming in the midday sun as though it were silver poured out from a star. He walked down into the valley and sat down beneath a large oak, which threw its arms over the green grass. He took out some bread and cheese from his pack, and began a hearty meal, with his back against the trunk. A few minutes passing uneventfully at first, something, as can be expected during intervals of quiet, happened. This is what it was.



Geoffrey was munching on a bit of cheese when, all of a sudden, he spotted, out of the corner of his eye, a large brown bear rambling towards him; it looked awfully fierce and hungry. Geoffrey somehow managed to keep his presence of mind during this predicament, though he was horribly afraid that the Bear meant to eat him. The Bear came closer and closer and sat down near him, sniffing hungrily at the bread and the cheese, which were strewn on a cloth on the ground. This relieved Geoffrey somewhat, and after a moment he offered the Bear some; which was accepted with not a little and rather singular grace. It spoke after a good mouthful. “Dear boy,” said the Bear, in a low and resonant voice, “I must applaud your kindness; and all praise to your bread and cheese! Food’s hard enough to find these days, to be sure; and there I was quite hungry myself. Methinks I should have still been hungry if it was not for your kindness. Aye, how long it is since I’ve tasted a good bit of bread and cheese! How fresh the bread is! O! would there were some butter withal!” Here the Bear grew silent, and resumed eating with some relish, a measure of wistfulness in its large dark eyes. Wholly agreeing, Geoffrey fell to his share as well.



When their meal was over, the Bear rose and thanked its host once again. “Young lad,” it began, brushing a few stray crumbs off its thick brown fur, “what a capital meal that was! Thank you for sharing it! However, I must take leave of you, and take to the road; for I feel a sudden drowsiness” (here stifling a yawn) “coming over me. My cave, if my calculations are not amiss, is, from this spot, about four miles off; but please to wait a moment, my dear boy; I should like to reward the civility you’ve shown me: I wonder, is there anything you need, or may I be of service to you in some way?” “My dear Bear,” answered Geoffrey, “I have more than enough food; and am quite glad to have shared some of it with you. I dare say your company was pleasant enough; and I hold no debt against you.” “You know, for a human, you are quite polite: I try to avoid humans—they can be such loud, vain, disagreeable creatures at times. Your society was not unpleasant; and I suppose all aren’t the same, as you’ve proved. Much to think on, no? Well, I am in no mood for thinking at present, having thought a great deal this morning—I suppose I started talking to myself. Cousin Anne says I do that sometimes, and yet I could say the same for her: she—oh, dear me! again! do forgive me! do! Now, where was I? Yes: repaying a kind deed; is there nothing you need?” Though somewhat distracted by the protracted digression, Geoffrey considered the Bear’s offer for a moment, recalling the difficulty he was having in finding the Tree, and at length said, “I should be grateful if you showed me how to get to Wealdhall, if there is, indeed, such a place. I am beginning to wonder if there is. Don’t you know the way, good Bear?”



The Bear looked up, came to Geoffrey, patted him on the back, which almost knocked Geoffrey over, and laughed a great big laugh. “Wealdhall!” exclaimed the Bear. “How long it’s been since I strode through its fields! How long since I drank from its clear streams! Young lad, it certainly exists; and I will direct you there. Alas! would I had time to accompany you myself; for I should like to visit old cousin Anne: she makes the best honey cakes you have ever tasted, this side Hadrian’s Wall. Anne, finest old bear that ever lived. Now, listen carefully. If you follow this river”—the Bear pointed to the stream that Geoffrey had earlier seen from the top of the valley—“you will eventually come to a point where it curves away to your right. There you will see a brown path leading on through the shoulders of the hills. Simply take that path—and if you start now I dare say you will reach it by nightfall—and it will lead you to a thick forest. Do you have that?” “Yes; I think I do.” “Then press forward into that forest, and at length you will find a narrow stream; follow this stream and it will lead you out of the forest. Now large mountains will rise up beyond you. But there is a little path winding through a gap in those mountains like some thin ribbon. Take that path, and you will find yourself in a land fair and always green, Wealdhall. A capital place! It is as simple, and as difficult, as that, my friend.”



Geoffrey went over it in his mind a few times, queried the Bear on certain points, and laid it down to memory as well as he could. He then thanked his furry acquaintance; and, waving, boy and bear went each his way. Geoffrey followed the stream as the Bear had told him to, and, as it had said, by nightfall reached the point where the river curved away on his right. The brown path took him to the forest; and no sooner had he entered, than he came upon the narrow stream. Beside this stream he walked, and eventually it led him out of the forest; then he took the little path through the gap in the mountains. By this time the sun was already beginning to rise above the world, reaching its destination through its fiery journey from the West, beneath the briny seas; and presently he came into the green valley of Wealdhall.



.


II

Conversation with a Dragon


ALL of it seemed exceedingly fair to his eyes. Beauty keen and yet unclear; like a painting from the master’s hand. From where Geoffrey stood, the land sloped smoothly down, and then receded away into the distance, spreading out a wonderful sight before his eyes. There were wide fields and forests; little glades through which flowed rivers sparkling as glass in the strange morning light; mountain peaks stood against a blue sky further away; a few clouds sailed over the vaulted deep; and animals stole abroad on quaint new adventures. Geoffrey walked on, and heard the perfect notes of the birds, though they had not taken the time to practise it, and the bubbling sound of running water; felt the overall tranquillity that dwelt upon the place. Then another song came to his ears: it was so much like the rest and yet so different. Into that song were mingled, weaving a strange harmony, many fair voices. Following the sound, Geoffrey found himself striding towards a little glade; and as he looked through the thick cover of the trees that shadowed it, he saw happy dancing figures. He continued to look on, held by the swirl of colours; indeed, what is told here is little more than a faint, clumsy echo. Beside the running water, which seemed to add a music to their dance, the figures danced, seven in all. They were tall, a bit taller than most humans are, fair of complexion, and golden haired, a deep shade of gold. Four were maidens, though fairer (uncanny almost) than mortal girl ever was, all Princesses perhaps, who, by some misfortune, had strayed into our world out of some forgotten memory; the other three were like noble princes of old. These were elves, Geoffrey guessed. For some time he watched their dance, held by it all; and, behold, they stopped and came up to him.



One of the maidens spoke first. There were flowers in her hair; her plain green dress swept about her ankles; her feet were bare. She looked at Geoffrey, smiling. He felt suddenly aware of himself in that awful moment, simple and poor, and lowered his gaze to the floor.



“Who are you?” said she at length; her voice somewhat difficult to describe. “Who? But indeed; you watch our song in silence, most afraid to reveal yourself, hiding behind the tree trunks. ’Tis not hide-and-seek. Humans were ever a queer folk; yet methinks I see the worthiness of your heart.”



Abashed, Geoffrey did not know what to say in the least; and even if he had tried, it is doubtful whether he would have managed to communicate what he meant, in that moment. But, after a moment, the maiden called him, and he drew slowly forward. It was time to eat; and they laid the floor with a large white cloth, embroidered at the edges with shapes like leaves and branches; and about it they sat. Many choice though simple foods were set out on the cloth by two of the Elves; and another Elf poured out clear water into cups. Geoffrey thought that the foods were uncommonly delicious, and how cool and refreshing the water tasted! After that some of them sang, and as he listened, more and more wonder touched him, inside. Still, through all there ran a strain of melancholy. Though he had not realised it, night had been coming down already. The moon swung up from beneath the ocean in its career across the skies. The moon continued on its voyage, pulling the circling stars with it. But, at last, Geoffrey told his hosts that he must leave at once. The folk of Elfland bade him farewell, wishing him well on his travels. Then, steadying the pack on his shoulders, Geoffrey addressed himself to his journey and he felt glad.



Dawn was making its way over the land, bringing a mysterious morning light over everything. Birds were performing their morning office, heralding in the day, though the nightingale had already sung out its song some time earlier. The fog was beginning to rise up from the ground, unveiling the land for another day on earth. A stream gushed down into the valley, turning away near the trunk of a large tree, which stood at the bottom; or rather the Tree, the Tree of the Golden Apple. In front of the Tree towered a huge figure: in fact, it was far larger and taller than the Tree. Geoffrey could not see it clearly in the dim light, but as he approached, made out that it was a huge dragon, lying down before the Tree with its head on its forelegs, which were on the ground. Perhaps it was still asleep. As Geoffrey came nearer, it stirred from its slumber (if indeed it slept), picking up its large head and lifting itself slightly off the ground. Geoffrey came closer; the Dragon stood up to its full height. “How dreadfully frightening it looks!” thought Geoffrey, but he dared not say it aloud, and tried his best to show no fear on his face: one must be brave when fighting dragons; it would not do to show the loathly worm its challenger was afraid.



Suddenly the Dragon spoke. It had a deep voice, and the ground rumbled ever so slightly as it spoke; though one could have discerned a certain note in that voice, almost retiring and gentle. This is what it said:



“What, what’s this? Another adventurer or knight come to challenge me? Why must it always be so? I shall tell you now, good fellow, I haven’t the slightest desire to do battle with you. Maybe you desire the Apple, or maybe you desire to prove your valour against me in a terrible combat, winning eternal renown for the deed. (Dragon-slayers are, after all, famous.) Still, if you raise steel against me, I will strike you down to the ground. Why must you knights always think—but then I suppose it’s always that way in the tales: the Knight must slay the Dragon to rescue the Princess (gaining the worm’s hoard into the bargain); actually I must admit, it is quite affecting. And, happy literature! how I do love the part when the Dragon rears up for its final strike, but the brave, valorous knight, seeing his one opportunity in this dire and mortal conflict, pierces his adversary from beneath! How much I love reading! I have a fair amount of books too”—the Dragon pointed a claw at a stack beside the Tree’s trunk—“but can’t I just give you the Apple, and you go your way?”



This was not at all what Geoffrey had expected, not in the least. He, from the tales too, knew dragons to be creatures of evil; creatures to be overcome; to be defeated by the brave. He thought
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